Functional morphology of pulmonary neuroepithelial bodies: extremely complex airway receptors.
Innervated groups of neuroendocrine cells, called neuroepithelial bodies (NEBs), are diffusely spread in the epithelium of intrapulmonary airways in many species. Our present understanding of the morphology of NEBs in mammalian lungs is comprehensive, but none of the proposed functional hypotheses have been proven conclusively. In recent reviews on airway innervation, NEBs have been added to the list of presumed physiological lung receptors. Microscopic data on the innervation of NEBs, however, have given rise to conflicting interpretations. Using neuronal tracing, denervation, and immunostaining, we recently demonstrated that the innervation of NEBs is much more complex than the almost unique vagal nodose sensory innervation suggested by other authors. The aim of the present work is to summarize our present understanding about the origin and chemical coding of the profuse nerve terminals that selectively contact pulmonary NEBs. A thorough knowledge of the complex interactions between the neuroendocrine cells and at least five different nerve fiber populations is essential for defining the position(s) of NEBs among the many pulmonary receptors characterized by lung physiologists.